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Field Notes:

May 20, 2002

The 2002 Farm Bill is now law.
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Mississippi State University Extension Service
Last Monday morning at 6:00AM, while most Americans were still sleeping, President
George W. Bush signed the 2002 Farm Bill into law. According to the President, the early
signing was done in recognition of hard-working American Farmers who rise early every day to
provide food for the nation. Formally known as the Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of
2002, the President said the new law "will provide a safety net for farmers, and will do so
without encouraging overproduction and depressing prices."
President Bush expressed some reservations about the new bill which essentially reverses
the 1996 Farm Bill that was intended to end farm subsidies. The new bill has now at least
partially restored subsidy programs. Farm leaders across the nation have commented that the
new bill offers relief in this time of historically low commodity prices.
Opponents of the 2002 Farm Bill have expressed opinions that American Agriculture
does not deserve the tremendous fiscal commitment this new bill authorizes, however the
alternative to this kind of support for agriculture will be a devastated agricultural economy and
further dependence on other countries for our food. When we consider the situation we find
ourselves in as a nation today, preserving our own agriculture is just as important as any other
national security issue. We simply must continue to feed ourselves; I’m sorry, but anyone who
can’t see this is has not been paying attention lately.
Farmers had to get financial help, or they would have been out of business. As it sits,
quite a few farmers in the area I serve were not able to secure financing for their usual crops this
year. Without the new bill, this would have been their last crop. Prices of all farm commodities
are down to historical lows, with big surpluses that will keep them there for a long time to come.
The new bill not only offers help for farmers, it will also promote export sales of farm
commodities as the previous legislation failed to do. Several of our world competitors have
realized this bill will again make American Agriculture competitive on the world market, and
they are understandably upset. My opinion is that it’s time we took care of our own business and
stopped worrying about them.
The last few years of drought and low prices has forced USDA to make “disaster”
payments to keep farmers going. The reality this has shown is that in the existing world market
our farmers cannot operate without dependable government support. This new bill provides a
solid foundation for farmers, upon which they can base long-term planning and financing.
Without it, we were basically at the end of our rope.
The big task now is how to implement the bill. A friend who works for USDA recently
commented to me “I can’t imagine a tougher task than implementing a new farm bill at this time

of year when farmers have already started the crop under the old legislation.” No doubt, there
will be a lot of complicated questions to be answered, but at least we now have a plan for the
future whereas before we had none.
It will likely be some time before local USDA offices will be ready to handle issues
connected with the new bill. One thing producers should be thinking about is how they will
handle documentation of yield histories if and when they are updated. A good rainy-day job
would be to start pulling together as much information as possible on recent yields so that when
the opportunity to upgrade is announced that job will be done.
The new bill contains authorization for entirely new programs to deal with agricultural
enterprises not previously covered by farm bills. Examples are sugarcane and soybeans, and
there are new provisions for dairy. Conservation programs that have been popular have been
expanded, and new ones have been added; these programs account for what is probably the
largest increase in expenditures under the new bill.
My greatest concern is that as the facts about the new bill unfold, the supply side of the
industry will begin to raise prices to they always seem to do in times of profitable agriculture.
During the lean years we have just come through, we have learned that we can grow crops a lot
more efficiently than we ever thought possible, but the temptation may be to abandon these ideas
and go back to the old habits. I can envision seed and chemical, and fertilizer prices starting to
climb, and a lot of new equipment that can be done without may start showing up on farms as the
result of “lenient” terms from dealers. Farmers should avoid these “traps” where possible and
focus on staying efficient and making profits to pay off debts. That’s just my opinion.
In the past, we have failed miserably in educating ourselves on the facts about farm
legislation; this time let’s do our homework and be ready to work with the bill. There will be
tons of information offered in the coming weeks, and I hope there will be meetings farmers can
attend to get ready. Don’t just sit back and wait to see what “the other guy” does. Thanks for
your time.

